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the Winter Palace the semi-Asiatic splendours of the
Court of the Czar Alexis Michailovitch. I was abroad
at the time and so I only knew of it though the enthusi-
astic descriptions of those present. It was an extra-
ordinarily gorgeous affair. The Imperial couple, clothed
in splendid garb which displayed to great advantage
the juvenile grace of the Emperor Nicholas and the
majestic beauty of the Empress Alexandra, personified
the Czar Alexis and the Czarina Nathalie respectively.
The Grand Dukes, Grand Duchesses and members of
the high society of St. Petersburg rivalled each other in
their display of priceless furs and precious stones. This
ball, which was not only a marvellous spectacle, but also
a sort of symbol of the Emperor's political ideas and those
of his counsellors, marked the half-way and the apogee
of the reign of Nicholas II., soon to be darkened by the
approach of all manner of troubles and calamities that
crowded the second half.
It was this same M. Sipiaguine who had a room in
his official residence at St. Petersburg decorated in the
style of the apartments of the ancient Czars in the Palace
of the Kremlin, and there received the Emperor Nicholas
with all the rites observed at the Muscovite Court of
the seventeenth century. Again at this performance
the Emperor played the part of Alexis Michailovitch,
and M. Sipiaguine appeared as the Boyard Morozoff,
the all-powerful Minister of the Czar.
While the Emperor and his singular Minister of the
Interior were amusing themselves with these Innocent
masquerades, the real functions of a Morozoff were
exercised by M. Pobiedonostzeff. The influence of
tliis sinister personage made itself felt in all the affairs
of the State, and his action alienated more and more
the intelligent and enlightened classes of Russian society,